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IDIOMS AND "CONNIDITIES"* THEORETICAL BACKGROUHD First let me limit my field of discussion by describing the different kinds of idioms and choosing the ones I want to discuss. Idioms are often broken down into roughly four categories (Chafe 1968 , Fraser 1970 : (a) nonlexical idioms, such as the semantic units progressive and perfect; (b) monomorphemic idioms, like sing, dance, book--for it has been said that indeed every word in language is an idiom, but that is very shaky ground on which to build the foundation of a definition of the word idiom (so I think we should let sleeping dogs lie and put that one on the shelf till kingdom come, and turn our attention to the task at hand!); (c) polymorphemic or lexical idioms, nominal compounds like knucklehead, bonehead, and funnybone--words for which the total meaning of the lexical item is not necessarily equal to the sum of the meanings of the two parts, and (d) phrasal idioms, the kind we're most familiar with and the kind with which I will be working in this paper--kick the bucket, on the wagon, trip the light fantastic, let the cat out of the bag, beat around the bush, pass the buck, and hundreds mote.
Allow me the liberty of including a definition of idiom at this point:
"Idioms are typically constructed on quite normal grammatical patterns of phrase structure, but the meaning of the whole idiom is not simply the sum of the meanings of the parts, nor can one segment the meaning (in the many cases where it is complex) and assign a definable portion of the meaning to each grammatical piece (e.g. morpheme). In other words, idioms are expressions in which the semantic and grammatical structures are radically different. 11 (Mida and Taber 1969, 45) So we've established that the total meaning of an idiom is in no way, or in no rigorously definable way, related to the sum of the meanings of MA 13 its parts. A simple illustration from English: if we take the words stings and alcohol and concatenate them, we have no more than the concatenation of two words-- So that illustrates requirement number one for our grammar: it has to account for the fact that idioms have meanings which are not directly connected with their surface structure components.
There are three other requirements that Chafe (1968) demands of a grammar which hopes to adequately account for these phenomena: (a) it must account for the fact that idioms often do not undergo transformations;
(b) it must account for the fact that some idioms are not well-formed, that is, can in no way be generated by any base component geared toward producing well-formed or grammatical sentences (e.g. trip the light fantastic)l, and
(c) it must account for the fact that i~iomatic ana literal meanings are not equally statistically proi:;a"i:>le for any given occurrence of that phrase.2
The idiomatic meanings of phrasal idiolllS are destroyed wben certain kinds of transformations are wreaked on them; I'll use some of Chafe's (1970, 66) creatures might be further taxonomically divided. rJ.e notes that of the idioms to blow off some steam, to put on some weight, to make up one's mind, and to lay cio\-m the law, "the first is completely frozen, the second less frozen, the third even less so, and the fourth fairly a1i1enable to transformational operations. ;I I reproduce his eJ;;ample in toto ~ (3) *he blew some steam off after he got home. *Some stealn. was blown off at the party. *Your blowing off of some steam surprised us.
John has put some weight on. *Some weight has been -put on by Jehu. *The putting on of some weight by denry caused great alarm.
iio one can make your mind up for you. Your mind can be made up by no one but you. *Your making up of your own mind on that issue surprised us.
iier father laid the .lall down when she came in at 4 a.m. The law was laid down by her father before she was even twelve. His laying down of the law didn't impress anyone.
1~ow it seems to me that one of the main points that Fraser iaade in that paper, when he wasnit talking about his categorizing techniques3, was that a well-formed phrase will have a single, specific tieep structure representation whether it has an idiomatic meaning or a literal meaning, and the semantic component) by golly, will give the base component all the help it can in figuring out some interpretation for the output. I fear I may be doing Fraser an injustice in tieing so flippant, so I'll let him speak for himself--I think there are two strong pieces of evidence ,1hich can be used to support the claim that an idiomatic expression has precisely tbe same syntactic deep structure representation as its literal counterpart ••• The first piece of evidence derives from the fact that many although not all idioms undergo some syntactic transformations ••• The second argument for this claim comes from the area of phonology. \~1-iether or not any syntactic transformations have applied to a particular idiomatic expression, its ultimate phonological shape is exactly that of the corresponding· literal expression ••• All other idioms--those I've called without literal counterpart--are analyzed as having a deep structure representation analogous to an expression which resembles the idi01ils in its surface representation. (p. 26, 31) I will get back to Fraser's claim a couple of 11oints from t101.;--I feel Fraser missed the boat in not discussing a certain very hot potato mentioned ill Chafe (1968) . Fraser goes on to s11ow some very clear transfoniational ueficiencies which absolutel_y ALL i'-lioms exhibit~ (a) no iuiomatic phrase can ever be su.::iject to the Cleft Transformation (*It \vas the bucket that John kicked), (i:>) conjunction uetween parts of presumaoly similar idioms is not possible; (c) no 1,P in an idiom may be pronominalized, (d) no 1~P in an idiom may take a restrictive clause, and (e) gapping never occurs.
You will remember at least three of those from our previous examples above.
Let's leave Fraser for a wi:1ile and welcome a neu face into the crowd.
Ross (1;;7U), in a squib entitled ''Two types of idioms", seems to have gotten into some pretty deep ivater without his scuba equipment. The two types of idiolilS referred to in his title are of the sort crane one's neck and hold one's breath, which he differentiates uy saying that the first can te modified with adjectives and the second can't-- (4) a. .1e craned l:ais spindly (long, disgustine, etc.) neck. b. *he held his dank (fetic., foul, sweet, etc.) "i:>reath.
and tben follows witH the ciisiaaying fact b.1at only the former type is pronominalizable--c •.. lie craned his neck while the ·doctor examined it. ci. *11.e held his 'i;,reath while the gasologist tested it.
:Uey, haj! I'll bet you diun 1 t notice that your new-found idiom has all kinds of other interesting properties, too: it can l>e clefted, gapped, conjunction reduced, contrastively eruphasized, and all kinds of other neat tnings ! 1Jatch--e. It was his neck that he craned. f. Bill craned his neck and Sue, hers. g. Bill craned first his neck au<l then his • • • (well, it would work if we could insert anything there!) h • .a3ill craned hlS neck after that hai;,peneci, too.
In fact, as that super-sleuth tbe ··attentive reader'· has surmised by now, i:--.IA 17 the crane oue 1 s neck idiom is 110 iuiou1 at all, since it violates every trans£ ormational aeficiency imputed to ti.1at breed of cat, I fear iir. Ross has only ''found'' yet another worJ which occurs in an extremely restricted environment (a monomorr,henic idiom, if you will), aml confused it with that horse of a <iifferent color, the phrasal iuiom.
I t1romised I 1 ~ come back to Fraser, so here we go. E'raser I s main point, as I read it at any rate, was that idioms should have the same ueep structure representations as their literal counterparts. i.Jow the interesting thing here is t11at Chafe (1'.iCi~) hau already demolisi1ed that position nearly two years be£ ore~ in an article \1,.ich is footnoted in Fraser's article. (I prefer the word tricked. for teaseJ, ana will continue with the former.) c. (literal) We tugged on a lower appaDEiage. · The lower appendage belongs to Tom.
I think the reader.will be able to follow me this time, even if I do not play the botanist, in seeing that Tom stands in some sort of surface direct object relationship to the verb in (5)u., and stands in a different relationship entirely to the verb of (5)c., being merely--as it were--the owner of a tugged appendage, in case terms, Tom would be in perhaps a patient case in the former (to pick one from the many competing names that are available at the moment), and for the latter case? We don't seem to have a leg to stand on for the present, since Fillmore withdrew the dative.
As well as showing that idioms could not be stored with exactly the same deep structures, Chafe also showed that idioms could not be stored independently of their literal counterparts in any way, since iaioms contain parts which are subject to the same inflectional processes as normal words--including irregular inflections, in other words, the past tense form of kick the bucket will always be kicked the bucket, anu the past tense form of fly off the handle will be flew off the handle whether the meaning is literal or figurative.4 And of course a grammar that would have to include a rule to account for the fly/flew irregularity twice would be expensive.
Chafe is a historian, as both his articles and book show, and he tries wherever possible to let his theory of language mirror actual historical developments in language. Knowing this, you can better appreciate his discussion of the historical developments that lead to idioms.
If we wish to discuss the color red, for instance, we can conceivably define it informally as something like the color of fresh arterial blood; All this, in a quite unprofessionally dramatic way (pardon the ambigu;ity ! ) is to· show that there is a · secondary . mea~ing ..9.f __ red·,. RED 2 ; · which developed historically later than RED1--was dependent, in fact, on RED 1 for its meaning. We seem to become color-blind when we talk about hair in that way! The concept of RED 1 never enters our consciousness at all, despite the fact that "John has rea bair 11 is ambiguous and can equally well refer to a situation in which paint has spilled on his head and made So we now have red-that-we-call-red and orange-that-we-call-red-inthe-context-of-hair» or diagrammatically,5 light of surface structure.
Idioms, then, constitute a subset of semantic units characterized by the fact that they are subject to literalization rules. Each idiom has its own special literalization rule latent within it, and that rule is then activated at an early stagl:! in the transition from meaning to sound. Literalization may or may not produce a post-semantic arrangement which could also be a semantic arrangement. If it does, we can say that the idiom has a litaral counterpart. In Chomskyan terms such an idiom would be called well-formed, but it would be more correct to say that the literalization ••• is well-formed--not the idiom itself.
Or diagrammatically--where LR stands for literalization rules-- Before I get into my soon-to-be world-famous connidities, which I propose as a parlour game to replace the now defunct and tasteless fad perpetrated a few years ago under the name of "Tom Swifties 11 (you remember those: "What an electrifying experience, 11 said Tom as he was led to the gas chamber; or so~ething like that ••• ) (I never could understand why they weren't called "Tom Swiftlies"!), I will present some equally taste-HA 22 less puns which may at Jeas~ se~ve asva contrast.by which you ~y judge later the dazzling technical excellence, spawned by brilliant cogitation, which is displayed in connidities.
(9) a. Agnew talks in circles, which causes strange rug-wear patterns. Of course, having two I could not be content until I tried for three; but I have only this to show for my efforts, and I can't get many people to accept even it--d. Bill was on the wagon and George wrecked it by driving him to drink.
Nevertheless, thus was born, from sentence (lO)a., the CONNIDITIES:
CONNected IDiomatic ambiguITIES. I will close with a few choice goodies.
(11) After shooting the bull a while, Max gave Slim a bum steer.
(12) Sno:opy flew tha coop when he was down in the..dumps.12 (13)3ohn went thrµ a hair-raising operation, which was followed by a few close shav~s. 13 IDIOMS AS PROBL~IS IN TRAl~SLATION Nida and Taber (1969) have a few suggestions concerning idiom problems in translating the Bible. First off, as you must know, there ARE plenty of idioms in the Bible--but many of them are so common to you now that you never think about some of them. Secondly, you will have to decide for yourself, when you actually get to the field, what exactly to do with them:
sometimes you will want to literalize idioms (and defigurize some figures of speech), sometimes you will want to change the English idioms into target-language idioms where possible, and other times you will want to make your translation more alive by changing common Biblical non-idioms into the more forceful idioms of that language.
When you read in I Peter 1:13 that you are to 'gird up the loins of your mind', it may be wise in some instances to make that more literal and The tree notations given in the paper were simplified for presentation, and are in no way meant to be crucial to the arguments presented. As you all know, the verb assassinate must have as its object some important personage. I think something quite similar, only reverse, is going on here: only people for whom large numbers of strangers will feel no loss in the passing may be talked about as kicking the bucket; but even that must be revised since old cronies of even an important personage may, especially if the death was a "natural" one, speak with that particular brand of irreverence.
8From the Lord's Prayer.
9 courtesy of, variously, Milton's "L'Allegro" or the once popular song "The Sidewalks of New York", whichever was first.
10And we all know how those Limeys drop their haitches: 11 see Chafe (1968, 124) MA 30
